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INDICATIONS OF THE ANTIQUITY OF THE INDIANS 
OF NORTH AMERICA, DERIVED FROM A STUDY OF 
THEIR RELICS. 

BY DR. C. C. ABBOTT. 

npHE stone implements of the Indian long since lost in the 
-*- chase, broken in the conflict, or discarded when metals were 
introduced, as we now gather them up singly or by the score, 
seem to give us no clew to those most interesting of all questions 
connected with them, When were the first of these stone imple- 
ments shaped? How many centuries have passed since the 
Indian first reached our shores, and armed himself with these 
rude weapons ? 

That isolated specimens of relics, however occurring, should be 
valueless in this respect is quite natural, considering the many 
circumstances which might arise to place single implements in 
the most unlooked-for places ; but on the other hand, when an 
opportunity is had of securing nearly the entire series of relics 
left by a departed race in a single locality, and of examining 
them, not simply on the shelves of a cabinet, but as they lie upon 
and in the ground, then there is an opportunity afforded of gath- 
ering facts concerning them other than the extent of their varia- 
tion in shapes and uses ; and particularly may we learn something 
of the relationship they bear to each other with reference to the 
vexed question of their antiquity. 

In previous articles in this journal (vol. vi.) I have briefly 
called attention to the vast numbers of relics found in Central 
New Jersey, and drawn a distinction between the ruder and the 
more elaborate forms, considering the former strictly paleolithic 
implements ; but that from this stage of culture to that of the 
polished stone age there had been an unchecked development, a 
gradual merging of the one into the other condition. Subsequent 
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studies have led to a modification of this view, and a separation 
of the two classes of relics as traces of distinct peoples. This 
subject I propose to dwell upon at some length in a subsequent 
article, and desire to call attention now to what I believe to be 
positive indications of the very great length of time during which 
the Indian occupied New Jersey, as derived from the study of 
thousands of stone implements gathered by myself. 

Unless some very marked geological change occurred, obliter- 
ating every vestige of the former surface of the country, lost 
paleolithic implements would naturally occur, scattered about, 
and what more probable than that men of a later period should 
occasionally pick up, preserve, and utilize them ? The difference 
between a paleolithic and a neolithic flint hatchet is not as great 
as that between an ancient stone and a modern metal hammer ; 
and Nilsson 1 refers to a stone hammer of undoubted antiquity 
being long used by a carpenter, who had put it to uses similar to 
those of its prehistoric owner. When, therefore, among true In- 
dian relics that occasionally are found lying together as the series 
described by the writer in this journal, 2 that marked the site of 
a " homestead of the stone age," there happens to be "rudely 
chipped implements " associated " with some of the very finest 
wrought stone weapons and arrow-heads," it is not necessary 
to conclude that the latter were made at the same time as the 
others, for we are not sufficiently familiar with the every-day life 
of the stone-age Indian to assert that he could have found no 
use for these rude productions of his predecessors, on the one 
hand, or that he did not gather them up for use, or work them 
over into better forms, when they happened to be met with. In- 
asmuch as these rude relics that are intimately associated with 
newer relics invariably exhibit a greater degree of weathering and 
decay than accompanying implements of the same mineral, it is 
not difficult to separate them ; and whatever the use to which 
they may have been put, it appears certain that they were occa- 
sionally gathered — veritable relics of a departed people then — 
by the Indians for some practical purpose. 

As arrow-heads are the best known form of Indian relics, and 
as they certainly outnumber all other forms, and are abundant 
frequently where no other pattern is found, they afford by reason 
of their numbers excellent opportunities for determining various 
questions concerning the condition and degree of culture of the 

1 Stone Age in Scandinavia, 2d eil p. 69. 
"Vol. vii., p. 271. 
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people using and making them. I will therefore first refer to 
them, in endeavoring to point out the indications of the antiquity 
of the Indian. 

On examining a complete series of arrow-heads from one locality, 
we find that whatever mineral was available was utilized in their 
manufacture, and on the sites of arrow-makers' workshops not 
only is there a vast accumulation of chips of the more popular 
minerals for arrow-heads, but quantities of water-worn pebbles 
from the river and brook beds, which have been split in two, or 
otherwise tested, to see if by the first fracture they gave promise 
of being available. Again, certain minerals seemed specially 
adapted for a given pattern of arrow-points, and were used almost 
exclusively for it. We have here certainly an unquestionable 
indication that the art of arrow-making had been progressive, 
whether the progress was made while the Indians were in this 
country, or acquired previously. In either case, the progress had 
been made; and when we find rude arrow-heads in consider- 
able numbers, of plain patterns, scattered singly about fields and 
forests, it is quite conclusive that these are the forerunners of the 
former, — the elaborate jasper specimens, — and that the progress 
in the art of arrow-making was acquired during the Indian's occu- 
pancy of this territory. As this was very slow, the date of his 
arrival reaches back into strictly prehistoric times. 

Having seen that different minerals were used by the Indians 
in arrow-making, let us consider in detail what evidence there 
is of great improvement in the production of these implements. 
The poor specimens of themselves do not simply indicate, as might 
be claimed, that they are the work of beginners in the flint-chip- 
ping art, for they are found in such localities and under such con- 
ditions far too often for one not to see that they are the weapons 
of an earlier time than are the more elaborately wrought forms 
found near them. In a country overgrown with forests, where 
there is annually a vast deposit of dead leaves, there necessarily 
is a steady increase in the depth of the soil by the deposition of 
a thin layer of vegetable mold. This increase I believe to be 
about one one hundred and twenty-eighth ( T ^) of an inch per 
annum, in beech, oak, and chestnut woods. If on examination of 
the undisturbed soil of such forest tracts we find jasper and 
quartz arrow-heads at a depth of ten inches which are large, not 
acutely pointed or symmetrical, and of the simplest patterns, as 
the leaf-shaped or triangular ; and smaller, symmetrical, stemmed, 
barbed, acutely pointed specimens two or three inches deep, as a 
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rule ; then I submit it is quite certain that the former are about 
thirteen centuries old, and the latter ranging from two and a half 
to four centuries. This is what really occurs in New Jersey, and 
in part I rest the claims of the Indian's antiquity thereupon. 

Again, in the river flats that are yearly and semi-yearly over- 
flowed, this same condition obtains ; and the deeper in the depos- 
its — which are constantly increasing in depth, and have been 
since the river assumed its present dimensions — that we find these 
arrow-heads, while mineralogically the same with the very finest, 
they show less skill in the workmanship. This applies, as we shall 
see, to all other forms and varieties of weapons, domestic imple- 
ments, and ornaments ; and gives us evidence of an improving 
savage, who subsequently reached a somewhat higher stage, be- 
yond which he has no capability of going. 

The grooved stone ax is a form of Indian relic that is a marked 
feature of the stone weapons of the Indians. They are mod- 
erately abundant everywhere, and tens of thousands are probably 
still lying in the soil. I have knowledge of one field of twelve 
acres from which have been already gathered one hundred and 
thirty specimens, and every plowing brings others to the surface. 
These axes give us the same evidence of gradual improvement 
I have pointed out as existing in the case of arrow-heads. Weap- 
ons of this pattern are strictly a neolithic form, the groove 
making it a polished or ground stone implement. They are 
never made of " flaking " material, but are pecked or hammered 
into shape, then smoothed or polished. In the apparently more 
ancient graves, these axes are pebbles from the river bed, that 
have acquired something of an ax shape. The edge was first 
hammered and then smoothed by rubbing, and a roughened circle 
made about it, at or near the middle of the stone. 1 Derived 
from such a rude relic we have, in later times, very carefully 
grooved specimens, many with the groove faced with high ridges, 
that give the depression a double depth. The edge is a mar- 
vel of accuracy in tool making, being as correctly formed as 
in the most elaborate steel ax of the present time, although of 
course not as thin in the blade, and as sharp. These perfect stone 
axes occasionally are turned up in plowing, but most frequently 
are found in graves, associated with finely wrought jasper spears 
and other weapons ; but never in the oldest graves, or the deep, 
undisturbed soil. Examination of the mud of the river flats, and 

1 Stone tools, as hammers, whetstones, etc., indicative of the method pursued in 
making these and other weapons, are very abundant in some localities. 
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other localities where analogous changes are in operation, yields 
precisely the same results, as to the degree of excellence of work- 
manship in comparison with the depth at which they occur, as 
in the case of arrow-points, and I draw the same conclusions in 
the one instance as in the other. 

Before referring to pottery and its bearings on this question, I 
desire very briefly to call attention to an interesting point con- 
nected with every large series of stone implements from a given 
locality ; that is, that there are very many forms of such relics 
that are never found except of advanced workmanship. In pro- 
portion as the implements of the Indian were of primitive make, 
they were few in forms, one form answering for a variety of pur- 
poses ; but advance in the art suggested variations in shape to 
meet particular uses ; and so, in proportion as we find a speci- 
men of a specialized shape, we find it elaborately wrought and 
of fine material. A rudely nicked flint flake was never yet met 
with that there is a shadow of reason for believing answered as 
a saw, and was thus used. The wavy, saw-like edges of many 
spear-heads doubtless suggested that tool ; and carefully toothed, 
thin flakes of jasper are frequently found, 1 that unquestionably 
were made for sawing, and for this use only. The large " scrap- 
ers," especially those occurring in fresh-water and marine shell- 
heaps, are not generally very carefully shaped, and the major- 
ity are made of easily worked material. Like arrow-heads, they 
give evidence of gradual improvement. With the ruder shapes 
of this implement, just referred to, there are never found associ- 
ated the delicately chipped, diminutive " scrapers," as they 
are usually called, which were certainly intended for other uses 
than cleansing skins. These miniature " skin- dressers " were 
doubtless suggested by the typical scraper, and so are of later 
origin. They are met with upon the surface of the ground, 
and, whatever their use, are simply another instance of what I 
stated concerning arrow-heads and axes. If correct in my con- 
clusions with reference to Indian relics' as a whole, the bearing of 
the above remarks regarding specialized forms, such as described, 
on the question of the antiquity of the Indian, is obvious. 

There is no one class of relics by which the general advance in 
art can be estimated better than that of pottery. This, in a 
more or less fragmentary condition, occurs associated with neo- 

1 In a fresh-water shell-heap of limited dimensions, situated on the bank of a small 
creek, has been found a jasper saw seven inches in length, and near it several tibiae 
of deer that had evidently been cut in sections with this implement. 
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lithic stone implements wherever found, either on the surface, in 
the soil, or buried in graves. This association is a reliable guide 
to the age of accompanying relics, especially when met with in 
graves, for superior ware would be chosen to contain the food 
buried with the body. I have invariably found in the graves 
which from indications irrespective of their contents gave evi- 
dence of considerable antiquity, that the contained relics agreed 
with the external evidences ; and especially is this true of the 
pottery. It is very coarse and free from all attempts at orna- 
mentation when associated with coarse, unskillfully chipped 
weapons ; and elaborate, highly decorated, — by figures of varied 
patterns, not colored, — and fine in its composition when found 
in graves containing carefully wrought, artistic jasper spears and 
arrow-points, and highly polished, symmetrical celts and axes. 
The same obtains with pottery that has been long lost, and 
deeply buried by the accumulating soil of periodically submerged 
lands, when compared with that found nearer and upon the sur- 
face. 

The rude pottery, and evidently the older, is simply clayey 
earth with no admixture of foreign matter other than what has 
been accidentally incorporated, such as small pebbles and frag- 
ments of wood. It is easily broken, free from ornament, and, I 
judge, sun-burnt only. 1 Always thick, and usually uneven, ves- 
sels of such rude make could have been of but limited use, and, 
judging from the fragments, were always small round or oval 
bowls, never contracted at the opening as the majority of cups, 
vases, and urns of later times are. The finer and later pottery 
is made of carefully selected clay, is mixed with finely pulverized 
mussel shells, is comparatively thin, of uniform thickness, and 
often very elaborately decorated with curved lines, dots, zig-zags, 
and parallel lines, singly or combined. Some fragments that I 
have gathered give grounds for believing that by varying the 
proportions of the ingredients of the mixture the maker could de- 
termine the color, as some of these fragments are of a bright brick- 
red color, others of a delicate pearl tint, and a third variety of a 
deep, dark purple. A careful comparison of a large series of 
specimens gathered from a single neighborhood, made in connec- 

1 From circumstances to which I cannot more than allude now, I am led to 
believe that the first pottery was baked by being plastered over one half of a large 
oval stone previously heated. The heat from the stone and exposure to the sun re- 
sulted in an unequal burning, the inside of the vessel being harder than the exterior 
surface. 
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tion with laborious examination of the surroundings and circum- 
stances of the finding of nearly every fragment, — thousands in 
number, — makes it evident that a very gradual improvement 
was acquired in this art by the Indians during their occupancy of 
this territory. 

It is unnecessary to give additional facts indicating that the 
duration of the occupancy of this country by the Indian was 
marked by a considerable improvement in his condition, as 
shown by the vast superiority in workmanship of much of the 
stone-implement work over the rest (exclusive of paleolithic im- 
plements), and therefore of necessity that that occupancy was of 
long duration. 

The question now naturally arises, How old are the oldest In- 
dian relics ? Only comparative antiquity can be determined. 
There is no starting-point from which to begin a positive calcula- 
tion, and I purpose only to show that the antiquity is real and 
great, without endeavoring to determine its limits by an array 
of figures. I have already done this in reference to the arrow- 
heads and axes. There are, however, one or two considerations 
which have some bearing on this question. 

There occasionally are brought to light traces of human habita- 
tions which, judging from their contracted limits, were sites of 
dwelling-places of a single family, or at most a small group of 
people. The hearth, readily recognized by the charcoal and 
ashes, the fact of subsistence on animal food by the bones of 
mammals, birds, and fishes, and the occupation, if an arrow- 
maker, by abundance of flakes and chips, — all are there. There 
is nothing wanting to tell the story of the lives of the former 
occupants of the place. Such habitation-traces, if I may call 
them thus, differ among themselves in two ways : by the greater 
or less depth beneath the existing surface of the soil, and by the 
character of the finish of the contained relics. There is in this 
case, too, a repetition of what has been thrice stated already, nearer 
the surface, finer the finish ; but the depth of soil above these 
ancient hearths can, I think, be measured so as to give an approx- 
imation to the age of the inhumed relics, whether in the case of 
deposition from the muddy waters of the semiannual freshets, or 
of the slow decomposition of forest leaves. The freshets of the 
Delaware River, occurring usually twice a year, deposit about 
one two hundred and fifty-sixth (si^) of an inch per annum, and 
hearths and shell-heaps occur as deep as two feet below the present 
meadow surface. Such traces of human habitations, if there have 
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been no other causes in operation to bury them, are about sixty 
centuries old. If we double the deposit from the water in a 
given time, even then twenty-six hundred years had passed by 
since the abandonment of these little shell-heaps and "home- 
steads " when Columbus discovered the western world ; but I be- 
lieve the former estimate to be much nearer the truth. 

I have already referred to arrow-heads which I considered to 
be about thirteen centuries old. They were far from being rude 
in workmanship, although not of the most elaborate finish. If 
we grade a series of a thousand specimens from one locality into 
three or four, say four, degrees of excellence, such specimens as 
I have estimated as probably thirteen centuries old will stand 
as number three in the series. If the acquirement of excellence in 
flint chipping was uniform, the first and rudest of the arrow-heads 
assignable to the neolithic Indian dates back twenty-six centuries 
previous to the specimens graded as number three. All things 
considered, from thirty-five to forty centuries ago, at least, I 
believe to be the point in the past when the Indian appeared in 
what is now New Jersey ; but it is by no means improbable that 
in even more remote times he found his way to the Atlantic coast. 

Prior to this were made and used still ruder implements of 
stone. Deep in strata of sand and gravel underlying the soil, 
they are occasionally met with. Throughout this essay I have 
referred to them incidentally as " paleolithic " implements. In 
conclusion, I will briefly state that from the foregoing remarks it 
will be seen that one of two considerations must be true. Either 
the paleolithic implements belonged to the same people as the 
neolithic forms, or they ai-e the production of a distinct people. 
When it is remembered that the Indians preserve a tradition of 
being a usurping people, and credence is given to this fact as stated 
by them according to numerous authors, the relics now found 
seem corroborative of such a tradition, and these paleolithic 
implements, so different from the others in many respects, re- 
main as the only trace of that still older people, the autochthonous 
race of these shores who were in sole possession when driven away 
by the incoming Indians, whose own stone implements at the time 
were but little more elaborate than those of the expelled or subju- 
gated people, but which, as century after century rolled by, became 
the beautiful specimens of the flint-chipping art which we now 
find scattered over our hills, along our valleys, and mingled with 
the pebbles of our forest brooks. 



